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THE TWO VERSIONS OF 'OAT ON' A HOT TIN ROOF' BY TENNESSEE WILLIAMS. 

The scene is the Mlss1pslp1 Delta, -- the qu1et, mellow 

house of the riohest cotton 'planter there. T~e mellowness 

of thls house 1s felt throughout the play: it is perfeotly 

oonveyed by the 1mage of sunl1ght pouring through shutters" 

1n the l~te afternoon~ The author insists that it be there, 

adellberate part of the design, so'that even the 'dread of 
-

death' should be 'gently toucbed and soothed by 1t'. The 

house and. the plantation outsiCJe are the element of eternity 

lnthe play .. - the sllence which devours all the quarr~ls, 

11es and 'poisonous thou'ghts', and renders them null • 

.l?ig Daddy, the ootton nlanter, has oancer and...,..~fll, .not 

livelong. He has a son named Brlck, ma.rr1ed to a robust·, 

handsome young woman oalled Margaret. Tbey are chlldless. 

The play centres largely on ttie relation between Slg Daddy 

and Br1ck. Big Daddy -- a violent, plain-speaklng, despotl0 

man. -- is oloser to Brick than to anyone else in the fam1ly, 

though Brick says little these days and ls an alcoholio'. 

Blg Daddy's personality 1s strlkingly pre sented the moment 

he walks on the stage: a birthday party ha.s been arranged for 

him -- the clergyma'i1 and the looal doctor are there -- an(l his 

first word when \t~ tel~im ~ congratulations~: is '-- Crap .... ' 

He has had enough of humbug. He has slept with his wlfe 

mechanioally for several decades, yet he oan't bear her smell, 

her volce, the s1ght ot her body -- so he tells his son in 

thei·r great dialogue together. It seems that the play t~es 

plaoe during those .first mome,nte of real honesty in the family, 
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it 1s the painful revelat10n of a l1fetime. of lies.) 

There are several obvious l1es ln the play, all of whioh, 

are felt most strongly by Big Daddy and his favour1te s~n, 

Br1ok. Toare 1s the lie that issues trom the good,. warm 

,boay of B1S Mamma ~- tbateyeryth1ng 1s all r1ght and that 
I 

Pad-dy 1s only 8ay1ns. 'Crap' to everyth1ng' beoaus~ he J.e ~n 

,a ba~ state of nerves. Tbel"e 1s the 11~ that Bid Daddy·' s 

other son, Gooper, and h1~.1fe.reallY love h1m as muoh as th~y 
profess: they have oome, w'lth their five monstrous ch11Clre,n 

( , no-necks t. Br1ok' s wlf'e oalls them) to be 1n at the d ea.th, 

aoto speak, and to get the management ot the cotton plantation; 

in tact, BiS Da~ay detests both them and the1r ohlrdren. There 
, 

1s the l1e that 'Bld Daddy" s ~xamlnatlon at the ollnlc showed 
-

a negative result and that, he only has a '-spastio col'on' after' 
- -

all~ not oanoer. There lethe 11e 1~ Brick' a lite -- that, he 
... 

has taken to drink beoause his athlete days are over (he was 

a oelebrated athlete), while 1n faot it ie, because bis best 

friend Skipper oommitted suioide after deo'larlng a homose.xual 

attaohment to him whioh he reJeoted absolutely. There 1s the 

l~'e in Briok' s marriage -- he no longer sleeps wlth Mars~ret. 

apparently beoause he no longer flnds her attractive, but" 1n 

fao~_. as she pOints out, because -the memory ot Sk1pper ls 

haunt1ng him and turnlns b1m against her" the wite who, 

In"~ertered 1n the1~ relatlon. And flnally there is 'the lie -­

but leas obvious than the others -- that Briok feels great 

horror first at the ment10n of Skipper's name, and. seoondly 

at the imputation that he has had a t d1rty' i that is to .. sB'3, 
- ... 

homosexual, relation wlth him. Neither he nor the other ,,' 

oharaoters explode th1s lie,. Ana here 1s perha~a the ohlet 
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'weakne'ss of the play -- that a lie lurks there unexam1ned by 

'the .author. 

We pay a lot of attent10n to Briok. He 1s agoldsn boy . 

ln th~ twilight of his youth, and the effeote of aloohol .are 

not yet visible on him. He l·s s1lent, melancholy and shrewd. 

As a charaoter he 1s the integr1ty and inwardness of the play. 

He will not sell himself to lies -- exoept one. that about 

Sk1pper, whiCh. 1s too 'painful to face. Yet the exact na.ture 

of that pain 1s not olear to us: 18 it due to the faot that 

he fells he haa killed· the young man? 1s 'it because of that 

'dirty' 1mputation -- the message he reads 1n other pe·ople's 

eyes? is 1t beoause he 1s 1n faot a hom~eeJtual and w1ll not- -.­

oannot out ot oomp§.ssion for his/tlife. perhaps -- taoe it? 

Wh~tever the answer. b1s hOrror about thewhol.e th1ns seems to 

be exaggerated -- ana the exaggerat10n explains one· of the 

dramatio failures -of the play .• t.hat 1n the dialogue between 

him and h1s w1fe (Aot. One) when she 1s talklil6 to him very 

straight about his feelings for a.kipper an~ ~e -- outraged and 

saying not~lng -- ~eeps aiming a.t her 'With hie -crut·ch.: Th~ 
-

failure 1s helped by the tact-that the crutcb 1tself 1s of 

false dramatio importance; 1t- does not 1ndicate to us. ~Th18 

man 19 a'oripple from lite'. it cannot be regard4a as a mark 
-

of destl~, like Oedipus' eyes stream1ng with blood, beoauee 

it 1s the result of a tumble he has had the nle;ht before trying 

a hurdle when drunk -- a broken ankle'. It oan only arouse 
I 

sentimental pity. But this would .not be a ser10us ort1oism 

" 1f' Brick' e feelings were oonvinoing, if we oould te el w1th him -

first hie horror that Marsaret should brlpg Sk1pper 1nto the 

oonversation at all and secondly his horror that aheehould 
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defile his frlendeh1~ wlth word.s -- • name 1 t dirty' -- wh10h 
-

lnany aase she does not do sinoe she says at the o~tset, • It 

-was one ot those beautiful, ideal things they tell about 1~ 

Greek legends, 1t woul~n't be anything else, you be~ns y~u., •• J 
. . 

~ " . . -
If he bad. merely felt ~1111ty at the thoug-ht of hav1ng driven 

h1s best fr1end" to suioide everything would h~.v~ been clear 

and the dra.ma would have looked after it-selt. But -beoause 

weoan'not see exaotly where Briok' 8 horror lies we. oannotteel 

with hltt! while hs 1s hltting out at ~Margaret -- though we are' 

eJlpeoted to do so since he does not ,apeak ~ 

The faot is that nowaCJays, when homose~uallty la, of not 

.more »rao~~ed. at leas~ more disoussed ~han at anY previous , 

time in Cb..ristendom, few of'- us feel hOlPror at the mere m~nt.lon 

of' the: term. All right·· -- let us sa.y that Gooper ana h1s 

wife (from whom the imputation mostly comas), per~apa B1S 

Mamma also. would s1mulat~e horror,even feel it, be1ng on the 
) s 

s1de, so to apeak. of soolal hUmbug. But B1g Daddy h~ had 

enough ot 11es. And when he d1sousses Sklppe~ wlth,~r1ak 1n 

the seoond a.ot he shows, very olearly that he has no lnhlb.1t1one 
r 

on the subjeot at all. In faot, he says, t I knooked !\oUnd 1n 

my timet and 'I seen all thlnss and unoeratood a lot or them'. . . 

· "Agreed that Br10k himself- ~ay t'eel very senaltl,?Ei abo~t the 
~ ~ ~ 

Lnputat~on •. espeoially a~ he· has been an athlete worklng with 

people who de spiee • tlucklng Slss~es' and 'queers' (as he h1msel·f 
~ 

calls them in' an outburst ot ind1gnation). butthls sense ot 

outrage does not tally with the rest of his nature, whioh 1s 

'withdrawn, quiet and wryly aware of the faotthat all r1ghteous 

attitudes taken up' by people have a quest10nable orlg1'n'. 

We feel he would merely shrug the th1·ns off, as be shrugs otf 

& •• ,azia 
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Goop~r'e greed and the unpleasant referenoe of Gooper's wife 

to the fa.ot that he and iJ:arsaret no lonser sleep together 

(both Gooper and his wife are righteous people). The author 

""'" telle us him self that Br10k has that oharm1ng '0001 a1r of 

detaohment that people have who have given up the struggie'. 

~here 1s a kind of heroio resignat10n about him whioh B1g Daddy 

61early ,admires even while it worries him. And this exagserated 

horror over the use of a name -- 'You think me and Skipper dld, 
. , , , 

did, did. -- sodomy. -- together? -- is not hero10, muoh less 

resigned. It would be heroI0 1! 1t w~re his oentral cOnfliot 
, 

in the play, if he were t.errifled for his .personal repu~.atlon, ... 

but this 1s olearly not the case: he does not seem, to oare very 

much about his reputatl'on. now that his heyday 1s over. His 

horror' 1s that induoed by humbug -- the very humbug he pitches 

himself against. 

The real hODror of homosejtu.alitYJIf t:t l' l ;«fIUp1tiS --

that 1n the eneJ it 1s a solitary aot -- is not touched upon. 

We are only preeente~. with the sooial horror -- that 1t 1s 

something practised by people whom Gooper would oonsider 

outsiders. It 1s not treatea square-on a~ al-1vlng problem, 

a souroe of pain and =e,Cfjii# guilt, which the theme suggests 

it should have been. 

Ha.d Briok been a homoee:xual and afraid to confess l·t; had 

he killed h1s friend 1n oowara1c:e. by falling to admit that he 

shared hie fee11ngs; had be resolved to go on liv1ng wlth.hls 

w1fe and orush hlsother des1res. or to abandon her while still 

feeling a oertain love and oompass1on for her -- th1s would ~ave 

been a real dramatio oonfliat. It would have made the play a· 
r 

tragedy. 1n place of a stirring speotacle of family pass1ons, of 



the will to truth aga1.nst thewl1l to humbug. 

But even this oontrast between truth and humbug (Blg Daddy, 

Brick and Marsaret versus Gooper ano .his wife, w1th B1S ~mma 

in her goodness tryins t'o make peace between them) 1s lost --

thrown away rather in t~e Broadway vers10n of the th1rd aot. 

And here', it seems to me, 1s the seoond exampl, of the author's 

aUbeervlenoe, quite unwl'tt1ngly. to so01al instead of' ,real 

values -- his flubserv lence to the question, 'What will people 

'think?' instead of 'What Go they feel?' 

Th1s act (1n 'both versions) oentres 'rounaa fam1ly meet1ng 

~ ~ organ1sed, by Gooper and Mae to tell Big Mamma that her husband 

has oancer after all,not a spastio oolon, as she still thinks'. 

But Gooper'a real obJeot 1s to' set a plan before her conoern1ng 

the disposal of the huge estate, wh10h he has dfawn up 1n the 
~ 

prasence of Ji?J, lawyer. She will hear none of tb1s. Sbe 1s 
.A 

(lletraught an~ obetln~tely unbellevl118 at the' same time. Only 
~ 

Brlok's presenoe 1s a oonsoiatlon to her,. ana in asUaden'aooeae 
. ~.. .... 

ot love she tel1.s him that if'he could give Margaret a child it 

would be Blg Daddy' B • aream o.ome true j • L1ke Big Daddy i sbe 

hal turnetS against Gooper ana .Mae. For they have no reverence 

and no :r~al awareness of other people. Evett before death they 

have no reverenoe. They see nothing bey ond tbe1r own interests 

and the sooial form-of a thing. 

In the' first (unperformed) version of th1s aot we see 

Gooper and Mae 'preparing' her tor the shoolD of the truth. 

~ They nudge and poke and make faoes at eaoh other. When Gooper 

1s about to apeak h~a wIfe stopshlm and hides his words 1n a 

°burle aque fashion with 'A breeze ~ A· breeze t ' It 1$ olear that 

they are both e~olted, even sad1stically excited, and that 



B1S_ l.iamma' a fee11ngs have no mean1ng .for them at all,·- only 

the aoolal form means something to them, so that it oan be-put 

on reoord at a later date that th~y dld and said all they should 

have, and set the1r faoes properly. 
, ~ 

As characters they are overdrawn. But that 1s Jbst as it 

should be. They are almost an allegorical representation of 

lJumbug. They have the oontempt for eaoh other, the rude 

fami11arity ano brittleness of a oouple plotting murder. Mae 

g1ves her hueband an uneJlplain~d poke as she p·as~es him, and he 

returns th1s qlth a quick slap, wh1le all the t1me he 'continues 

gaz1ng at h1s mother. He even seems to enjoy the thoushtof 

his father's death and agony. When Big Mamma tells them all 
Big Daddy he 

how well R~has been eating &m~.z s8¥S -- :With grim reliSh: --

~I hope be donj't have to pay for it later on.' .•. and later he says, 

again with relish; that they .(the oancer patients) oertainly 

d~o 'set sly t about their paint meaning they often deny it .• 
~J 

And Mao,. when the news has at last been broken to BlgMamma, 
- .. 

utter.s her wretohed, 'That's why he' 8 turned yellow. MglWAyl' --

as 1-f he were a th1ng of skin and bone. merely unpleasant to . 
handle. 

The point is that Gooper and Mae are nev.er in a l1vins 

oontaot with ot~erpeople, only a klnd ot mental, observ1pg one. 

They prefer the saftey and sameness <bt purely so~lal relations, 

for in this way they ~re never hurt or involved by other people'; 

everyth1ng 1s fixed and pred10table, and their egotist1oal 

interests oannot be ~efleotea. For the teoh~oal oivilisat1on 

requires that people keep the1r distanoe from eaoh other, there 

being work to do and oertain hours to do it 1n. A manosn' t 

afford to lay h1mself C?pen tp pa1n or pass1on. He oan't go too 



deep into life; strons feelings aoknowledse no timetable, 

and they bring in no money_ 

iJ:a: Brick. Margaret. Big Uamma, even 1:31g Daddy w1th p.l'e 

ruthless pursuit of money-power,' belong muoh more to the South, 

in ~eellng". It. 1s this which gives them the power of honesty. 

The~r human1ty has not yet been smothered under so01al forme. 

The house and the plantation are st1ll. the mysterious and 

eternal baokground of. their lives. or rather the only ha~mony 

8. 

1n their l1ves. But for Mae and Gooper the house and J;?l'anatatlon 

are simply an 'asset' -- to be managed on a str10t teohA.loal 

bas1s. They are oompletely sold to the civilisation of the 

North • 

. In the flrst vers1"on Br10k says no more thah a few "orae~ 
I , 

·t~om beglnn1n~ to end of the aot. But hls pre,sanae -- bearins 

sad, unspoken reflections about men -- 1s always felt. rfuen 

he oomeQ 1n for the, 'family oonfereno~' he goes stra1sht to the 

bar and begins pourIng h1mselfa drink. then, as if Just 

remember1ns h1s mannere,JlA turns to the others and says; t I'M 

Borry ~ A,nyone elee?' When Gooper and Mae aall on the dootor 

t 0' break the bad news -- they do· so llke oha.irmen -. he eudt1enly 

says, ' SeBsh t· then 'grins and chuokle a and shake s h1 e head 
~ -

regretfully I • '-- Nawl --that waen I t the c11ck', he says; --
a 

the ollokbe1ng his moment of lapse lnto a state of peaoe, 
/'-

whioh comes every day after a oertain number of dr1nks. He . 

has no reverenoe for Boolal formi and wlth these two sentences 

he has said'· enough to give h1ssilenoe through the rest of the 
, 

aot meaning and dramat10 fortle. Just as B1S Mamna 1s about 

to realise" the truth -- c'anoert -- he begins singlng,. and Gooper .... ' - , 
, ories out; ·Shut upt' 
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Margaret 1s more outspoken. She acauses Gooper of 

Iivarlae. a;'o.rlce, Breed • ..,£reed' ,and he almost strikes her. 
~ 

She says 'hlse1ngly'. to h'ereelf, 'Poisons. poisons. venomous 

thoushts and wordB~ In hearts and m1nds..,J That' s po1sonst' 

As tor Big Dad~y. he makes no ap'pearanoe. We only he~r 

h1s first ory Of' agony from another room, as the disease really 

takes hold of h1m.. We db not know whioh of the two sons he 

will favour In the· 1nheritance. We eto know that he loves Brieit· 

and d1slikes Gooper. The innerl tanoe 1s -- in the first version--

a superficial element in the plot, and r1ghtly so. 

the sense ora vlctory of, truth.' 

There,l's only 

In the seoond. performed vers10n all "'this 1s lost. The 

Broadway produoer' a objeotion to the original veraio.n of the 

thl;rd aot was .a valid one -- that BiS Dad"y was too 1mportant 

a oha.raoter to be heard only as a.a off-stage ory. It 1s true 
that we do miss him, but his appearanae 1n the revised version 

does not help matters at. all. In fact. it lSCIi, sc te reduoe~be 
theme from the heroic and essentially mysterious l.evel to the 

! 

8001al one. It turns the play into the simple .uestlon, 'Who 

will he favour 1n his will, -- the effia1ent Gooper or the 

wayward .• alcoholio Briok?' Big Dacey c'omee in. aware now 

that he will oertainly die of oancer, reo1tes a ribald etor.Y 

whioh is clearly d1reote'd against Gooper and hie wife, whose 

humbugg1ng Briok has exposed by CJenylng (only to B1g DaCldy) 
J. 

the 011n1c' e -take report, and he leaves a.gain clearly lntenlng, ,.. 
to make his will in Briok's favour. 

Gooper ana his wife beoOme milder people. but are less real 

now in their malevolsnoe. We no longer see them e:&4haogtng 

glanoes, tlUdglnsfnd poking and making faoes. A magnifioent 
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portrait ·of a. mean, whis'perlng oouple -- always hid1ng the 

truth because, 11~e all those without re~erence in l1fe) they 

believe others can't bear to face it -- 1s AiI"I' ,1'3' dlm'1nlsh~a. 

The starkness of the confliot -- truth or lies -- 1s no longer 

there. Everything is played down. The author removes the 

phrases 'with grim rellsh' and 'with relish' from Gooper'e two 
... ",. - .... 

unplesantremarka about hls father- s d1sease. Gooper now 

answers the doctor's 'Keep your oh1n up, BiS ~a.mm.a' with the 
~ -

m1ld, 'She's goin' to keaphe.r ole oh1n up, aren't you, BlB 
..! #'" _ t¥. 

Mamma '1 , instead of the openly vulgar, 'She's so~na keep both 
.... 

chins up, aren't you, BiS ~a?', as in the f1rst version. 
-

The 1ta11os are rem()ved from L!ae' s 'That' a why he turned yellow, 

Mommy', stripping it of the sense of de11berate maJ..evolence. 

In. the fl'ret version. when BiS Mamma tells &ae that Gooper never 
~ 

.really liked Big Daddy. Mae answers • as 1f terribly shocked·. 

t That 1 e not TRUE', whereas in the seoond version ahe ans"ers 
. . 

simply (no stage direot1ons), 'That t e not true', help1ng us to 
...... . 

se e Gooper more as the unYianted son smart ing ~alnBt Big Daddy t e 

negleot of hIm than as a villain. But it 1s now too late for 

our sympath1ea to be engaged onl!.!.i! behalf. 
\. ~ 

Briok beoomes too muoh the de cent fellow. He Slay s to.o 

muoh. He dramatises h1mself: "'I' ve l.ied to no~ody, nobody but 

myself ••• The time has oome tp put me in Rainbow H1l-1, put me 
e~ d.~ . 

1n Rainbow Hill, Maggie ••• t He., if"'" to the sent lmental 
A 

look-at-me-l'm-sUrrer1ng-but-keeplnS-hold-of-~-manhoOd-and-

swearwords mood, whioh 1s i1?-e Illost siokening 1n modern Amerloan 

11et.rature ~ 'Hello, mooD;' -- he 1s outside, addresslng tb.e 

sky -- 'I envy you, yo~ oool.son of a bitoh' • And to l1argaret 

. he says of the family oonferenoe-- what we m1bht have gatherea 



... 

by this time -- 'I' oan't witness that thing in there' • Hls 

mystery 1s gone. and w1th it the play'·s. There is an· unpleasant 

get-together of (now )dscent people -- B.ig Daddy, Bri ok and 

lV1argaret -- against· Mae and Gooper, for whom we bes'1n. to ~e'el 

a ~ather ehameful sympathy. 'A1n't I te'll in' this story in 

decent lansuage~ Briok?' B1S Dad'dy aeke. ~ lind the answer is, 
.. 

·Yea,air. too ru.tt1n' c1eo~nt'. 

The effeots of theseoond version on .Jarsaret 1 s per-sona11ty 
~(Y . ~ 

a~etas «»:'266 1 d' , Pt, _iii perhaps more so. beoause or1ginally she 
~ 

had a superb robUstness, with 11'L J i' I 8 e of the Protestant 
I' ~'. &A wA Ii, ;"1 

Ideal of rtomanhooa is',,! , ! &, all Bweetness and light, 1 3h~ 
now remonstrates with .Elrick: he must do the- deoent th1ng and 

aome in and standby his mother during the faml1ymeetlng. 

She, 1s reduoed to 'oommon deoenoy a.nd fa.1r play' talk, which 

belongs to Gooper. Her 'avarioe, avarice. greea, .greed' loses 
,. 

" t h:~; at 1 ns of' 1 t s 1 t'all c s • She no longer p.lases 'Pois'ons, 

poisons! Venomous thought's and Vloras~' but merely say.s 1t" 

aga1n wi.thout, italios • 

To f1ll the gap of a real conf11otln the revised version 
~ 

false dramatic trlicka, of an hysterical orig1n, are 1nvoked. 

There 1s a stDrm whioh, since the heroic thelae' haa been 

dlS$~ated. appear$ simply as an aocident' of the weather. 

Sudden Sights and sounds are olearly des1gned to alarm and 

'd1sturb the aud1ence 1n a .. second-ra'te fashion. t Ohldren' 

commence oryins ••• barnyard animals in terror, papers crack~1ng, 
14ItIewJ' 

shutters ra.ttling... Inexplioably j Daiey (a -=:i) h1ts 

together two leather pillows • .'. stranse man. rune across lawn.' 

'l'he word -- a play t S only power 1n the end -- oap1tulates to 

s1ght, whioh is proper to the film. 



As we know. one of Big Daddy' 6 sreat disappolntme·nts is 

that Brick has no child. . "Now in both'Vars1ons l{e.rsaret deoldes 
I . . 

tio 'forae the situation by tel11ng a 11e: 1n the first version 

ahe tells B1S ~Qla that. she, is about to have a ohlld, and' Blg 

Ma'mma rushes off to tell her husband; '1n the ·seoond ahe tells 

Big Daddy dlr~ct,· and 1~' probably this 1nformation is uppermost 

1n his ~lnd when he goes out to prepare hie will • Gooper and 

h1s wife know 1t is false, beoause' Briok never sleeps with her. 

Ana, naturally, .Brlo1t knows also: but he stands by Uarsaret., 

In 'the fir'st version he :'e1mplysaya noth1ng, and she 1s only 

thankful that he does not 1nterrupt tier I wh10h it 1s va'ry like 

him to do. But 1n the seoond version he Qomes forward and 

vindioates her by tel11ng another falsehood, that they have 

been sleeping together -~ a qulte unneoea'sary lapse of, oharacter, 

too obvious tor the delicate balanoe hitherto kept by the play. 

But this 1s less serious than the tact that the end o'f 
~y I&AN ~ 

the play, which 64 16 81"8 """)1 ,1;;",,41.195 en: afterthoughts in 
A 

the first version, 1s a degradat10n of the whole theme in the 

seoond. In the f'll"'st version .Maragaret foroes Brick· te:)' 81:V.e 
J 

her a ohild by taking all the bottl~~ of l1quor out or ~be rO'om, 
l 

then throw1ng h1s orutoh out of the window" so that he can't walk. 
-

She says, 'we' re Boing t:o .making th.e 11e true, and when that's 
..... ... 

done, r111 bring the. liquor back here and we'll get drunk 
. 

together'. and Briok's last words -- in answer to his *lfe's, 
~ 

'.1 .!l2 love you, Br1ck. I.9.Q' -- are :'Wouldn't it be funny 1f that 
-
was true?' Now tnese words have been spoken before, by BiS 

Daddy, 1n oynicism, when Big Mamma says muoh the same as Uargaret 

has Just said. And so we are lett wlththe feeling that the 

mellow, house' and the plantation hav'e won over the quarrels 



and the 'poisonous thoughts', that life is to be repeated. 1n 

children and f~rther lnheri tanoe, with the sunlight at ill 

coming through th8'shutters in the late afternoon. 

But 1n the seoond version the element of eternity is 

forgotten. :rhe question of 131 Dadd: s lnher1ta~ce settled, 

th~re is only the (aoclal) question of makios a chIld, which 

Brick, being 'deoent now, un~erstandB. He watches his wife 

wlth 'growing admiration' as ahe takes hie pillow trom his grasp 

and ·throws 1 t on to the lr double 'bed. showing that ahe will not 

let him sleep alone on the c6uoh. She then begins throwing 

hie bottles of liquor out of the window, but he stays, still 

admiring her, though even five minutes before he would probably 

have'preferred to, throw himself out with the bottl'es. And this 

'" version ends wltha speeoh. from Llargar:'et whioh. 1s the quintessenoe 
. . 
of a speoially modern so·rt of' humbus, '-- u,sed: to oover the sores 

of technical oivi11sation. She pit1es the 'weak, beautiful 

peOPleJho give up \'lith suoh grace' j 'What you need', ShE\ says, 

t is someone to take. hol a of you' -- wh1ch would be. all right if 
.... 
we didn't know tha,t what he really needs is another stiff drink. 

!len l1ke Brick -- indeed ,. all men -- ask some'th1ng more'" of '11fe 

than what can be provlde~ by other men .i/.J,f or women. But 1t 1s 
• ) fir' 

one of the myths of the teChjJncal society that m.en are sufficient 
~ 

to men. 

~ .Margaret· Bay s something of the same k1nd in the f1rst 

vers10n Of Aot ~ree too, but 1t· was not the last word in the 

play, her viotory was not so clear and ord1nary. Uoreove'r, 

~,n the revised version, her speech 1s lengthened 1.0 suoh·a way 

that she seems to have dwindled from &gsle the Cat into a sweet, 

rational nurse. But the story has been wrapped up. The. 



The aharacters have lost the1r cl~ws. The author has reduced 
I 

h1s' theme to the lnspld morality of 'good will to all men'. 
A 

How absolute the oollapse 1st 

Yet there 1s a great purity a.nd gentlenes.s In Tennessee 

Williams' work -- espec1,ally 1n his portra1. ts of women. How, 

then, was 1t possible for him to turn Uargar~~ from a real 

creature into a 8001al formula? She 1s called Maggie the Cat, 

after all. In the first aot abe shows off her f1gure to Brlok 

as she stands· in front ot the mirror, and say s it still makes 

men turn the1r heads 1n the street. And when he tells her that 

he ls dlsgusted with her-talk ahe oalls him· an 'ass-ach1ng 

Pur1tan'. 

A olue to th1s -- and to the author's oollapse lnto 8001al 

formulae g,enerally -- may be found 1n the Prefaoe to the play, 

oalled Person - to - Person. He besins by sayins how 'sad and ~ 
embarrass1ng' it 1s that the artist's work should always be 

rDotec3 in his own 'partioular and sometimes peouliar conoerns'. 

It 1s sad beoause it 18 suoh a lonely oond1tion, we are out off 

from each other, exiled eaoh 1n hie own skin, eo to speak, and 

our efforts to get 1n touqh with eaoh other are a terrible ,strain 

on us. 50 for the most part what we hear 1s social ch1t-ohat --

ot the k1nd Blg Da~dy has b.ad enough ot. 

Th1s of~oourse is in great part'the theme of the play --

r the terr1ble diff10ulty of speak1ng our truth to other people, 
, I 

the effort it needs to th"1nk through the so01al humbug by whloh 

we are surrounded. t~eah. ~t' e -- hard t' -- talk ••• • says 

Blg Daddy, re-eoholng the oompla1nt we have heard' from bothS· 

Br10k and ~argaret. ilost of the seoond act 1s taken ,up with 

a long conversat1on between BiS Dad~ and Br1ak during whioh they 
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try -- and for the-f1ret time succeed -- 1n having a really 

t true' talk. BIg Daddy tells Brick that he 1s drink~ng because 

I he dld not faoe up ·to the truth of Skipper s h~moee~uallty, he 

let social disapproval get 1n the way of friendship j. and, 1n 

return for this ~ru.th, Brick tf311s his .father that the latest 

report from the clin10 1s false, a.nd that he wlll d1e af~er ail. 

During the conversation.Big Mamma keeps bursting In, wantIng to 

make peaoe all the time, frightened lest the talk will go too 

deep and touch on a truth she does not want to hear • Gosper 

puts his prepared, I'm-a-eolld-chap-yo~-know fao~ round the door, 
~ 

.a.nd ] h1e children, the • Llttle One s' -- the very mask, of Humbug , 

itself -~ slng,'we want BIg nad-dee~ We want b1B Dacl-dee!' 

Everywhere the emphas1s 1s on lylns. -. 'Have you ever heard 
~ . 

of tbeAmendac~ty·?' .Brlok -asks .hia father. kind at the end ot 

the act Bis Daddy storms O~~be stage cry ing. : <HRI5T - DArm -

ALL - LYING· SONS OF -- LYINq BITCHES~' Then, 'Yes, all l1ars, 

all'liars, all lying dying 11arat' 
-/" , 

It is a wondeful ·brave ory against the kind ot world th~t 
It-

gives r1se to the sweet, ~.tlonal philosophy of 'goOd w1ll to all 

men' -- the world of' level, affectlonate relations between 

people beneatb which the true v10lent feelings emart!30nd bu.rn a.nd 

oorrode,so that men of great oharacter l1ke Bl-S Dadd'y l1ve their 

lives like 'a closed £1 at' and the phy slcal ,manifest.ation of t~is 
J 

dreadf'ul inner tum~lt -- demaning safe sm1les and mild, sweet 
,A 

phrases as an outward a.ocompanlment -- 1s ~noer.We a.re made to 

teel by the play that oanQ~r, with 1ts agonising- paln and i·ts 
• r , 

rapld. invisible proliferation, is only the bodily' result ~ t?,i.ng , .. 

to l1ve. not, l1kea human oreature, in hate and love, .. t' 6 

oPp~itea that go together in equal strength, dwindling and 
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1ncreaalnB tot,)ether. 1n equal degree -- but like a soolal 

fo~mula" alw.aya reasonable, full of t affeotion', and with 

occasionalJ swift, muted darts of hatred, cd)nte~p; and murd.eroua 

revenge inside, quickly suppressed and never spoken .about" like 

,the first wOJirn1nge 0'£ the fatal etag-e of oancer. It 1s a very 

Amerioan problem, as cancer , but. above all t.he tt.error of oan.car, 
~ t':3 4ilS Q I 'g,ll limerican diseases. 

I 

It is the dead end of th~ 
J 

Eur~pean middle class culture. 

~j[t is precisely the will to' cover over 11re with sooial 

formulae of behaviour that s1ves rise to the feeling that our 

passions -- publicly revealed at last in art, -- are 'sad and 
-

embarrasalns' • Men who are ashamed of the~r own feelings . 

produoe I exper1!nental t or deoorat1ve wrltlns. .dut W~lllams 

'. 1s not like that. He wr1te~ in good fa1th. But 1n the end 

he does not make an absolute break w1th soola.l formulae. He 

gives the impression -in hie Prefaoe that he 1s wrlt1ngln ord.er 

And that is a 800'1al aotiv1ty. to, communicat e with other people., . .,.~w..~ 
There 1s no senae of/'vera 1880 ••• ' as there 1s again and aga1n 

" in European booke,. even tOday. There 1s no sense of posterity, 
./' 

.. and this lJleans that there. is no senae of tradl tion. We a.~e eaoh 

o"'fUs alone --
t?kT 

condemned tosolltary conf1nement inside =m skin", 

And while we are a11ve -- f~eanwhlle!' the autho~ saye -- we try 
t"\ -

. as" beet we can to ·over come the barriers to oommun1oation. Of 

course Tennessee W1-111ams is talk1ng aboUt the sense ot exile 

wh1ch 1s our speOial state nowadays, unpreoendented 1n Christendom. 

But he' 1s also talk1ng about the oondition of the artist, and~ the 

art1 st 1s never un,preoendented, he 1s alway s in conneotion. with 

the past, 80 that he may br1ng it into new illumination., The 

1mpresaion one ge~s from this Preface 1s not that of an artist 



" 

trytns to penetrate the ~8tery ot his 11fe, but that ~t a man 

simply trying to tell the truth to other people, the truth about 

h1mself and thus about their l1ves too. At the very outset, 1t 

seems, there' 1s a bew1lderment of value~. 
. 

There 1s no sense here of a. re11gious task for the artist, . 

no Aenee of a my'steZ7 altogether beyond the world of you and me J 

a my etery 1n which we are no lOll8$r ex1les f'rom eacb other but 

unde'r the same dest1ny (th1s 1s what makes the differenoe betwee.n 

truth !).nd 11es, that we .Q.g belong to eaoh other). 

In the play th1s mystery 1s susgeeted by the hou'se and 

plantation, but: then there 1s l1ttle oontinuity of f'eellns .. -­

there are only sudden brIll1a.nt confliots, followed by a lapse. 

It 1s l1ke a man bravely strugg11ng up all the t1me, but falling, 

be oause there are ,no 'Vo1oes 1.nslde 111e head. to keep h1m oa.lm and 
I 

s1ve h1m adv1oe. It 1s art pushed 1nto a vaouum beoause your 

audienoe be11eves that the only really serious aotivity 1n ~lte 

1e the produotion ot goods and that to eaoh man talls a technioal 

funotion beyond whioh he haa. only a queatlonablebelng. E·ven 

the author susgests someth1ng of thls kind, he gives you the feeling 

that a pl~. when it is finished, l,handed over to the teohnioa~ 
I 

e~perte of the theatre -- produoers and eo on -- and beoomes from 

that t1me l on a teohn1oal problem. But 1n faot the ioeaa of a 

play, even in performanoe; I-s a very sImple one. Peasants do 1t 

very well. And the 'teohnioal advice t is more of'ten .. than not 

elmply an· obJeotion to the values and feelings.ot the play, and 

express only the shames and fears of the proCJuoer, wbo 1s often 

quite a soclal man. 

That Wil11ams felt he was golns asa1nst h1mself 1n taking h1s 

produoer's adv10e 1s olear from what he says 1n the t Note of 


